Like literature, medicine started out as an oral history and became so comprehensively a written one that it is easy to forget where it came from. In fact, it is made up of a myriad of oral historiesanecdotes. For most of their university training medical students are so immersed in the great master narratives of disease recognition and the burning issues of public health that it seems almost comic to be faced with a patient at all. Indeed, it is only relatively recently in the history of medical teaching that students have been taken systematically to patients' bedsides to learn about the natural history of disease, and even now teaching in some continental European countries still runs shy of the body -semiological findings are important, but only if they can be abstracted from patients. The problem with patients is that they like to talk, and some even like to talk back.
Anecdotes (literally 'items that have not been published' or 'secret histories'), have a rather dismissed existence in literature, even though one of the great works of English literature, John Aubrey's Brief Lives is appreciatively full of them. 1 Most of Aubrey's anecdotes are free-standing exempla of his chosen lives. The 6th-century historian Procopius used them to hint at the true story of the seamy goingson at the court of Justinian -his anecdotes are stories that debunk the glorious official history. And Stendhal's journeys through France and Italy are full of loosely structured anecdotes, as he struggled to reveal the mishaps that befall his characters on account of a flaw in their understanding of themselves. Nothing points up the difference between the ideal and the real like the well-chosen anecdote.
As with anything meaningful which stands at the intersection of two ways of understanding the world, or between public chronicles and private passions, anecdotes have a trickster quality to them. They can be very conventional, upholders of the world order just the way it is
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(moralising newspaper items and factoids), and deeply subversive accounts of odd events for which the established view of history and perhaps even human nature has no response. They find no echo in the vast archives of knowledge. And while they might be secret histories, they never add up to a comprehensive 'secret history': anecdotes are contingent reminders that we are unable to ever fully understand the hidden workings of anything, from the market to God.
In their most subtle form, anecdotes reveal both the forgotten connections that have to be re-established in order to make sense of the past, and the variety, excluding all unity, of that past.
The confidence of medical men at the beginning of the 20th century
Chekhov (pictured below) helped to prevent a Russian journal of surgery The Surgical Chronicle from going under in 1895, fought 'the Indian commas' (cholera vibrio), cleaned up the hovels in Talesh, Novosyolki, and Melikhova, and ensured the provision of clean water on his estate, under the force of the conviction that while nature is not benevolent, one could take comfort, much as Thomas Hardy did, from human agency and creatureliness -'loving-kindness, operating through scientific knowledge.' 
The historian
In his memoir A Sense of Place, the historian Richard Cobb recalls his favourite uncle, a country doctor who often took him along on rounds: 'He was a tremendous gossip, and endlessly inquisitive about people; indeed, I think he only practised medicine in order to get into other people's houses. I would sit waiting in the car while he did the rounds, and, after each visit, he would come to the car triumphantly with some new item of malice, rather like a researcher after a good day in the Archives Nationales. ' This desire to read other people's letters, to enter the inner sanctum of other people's homes, stayed with Cobb all his life: it is what he claims 'being, or becoming, a historian is all about'. In a sense, the historian's task is weightier than the doctor's. He has to truffle the records for the untold anecdote, for what has eluded memory and recollection and treat testimony like a disbeliever. Then he has to sentence people to life. 
Sick-lit
A subgenre to be avoided unless you want to succumb to toxic empathy. 
Marxists and the market
The last decade has seen the appearance of a number of books criticising what has been called therapy culture, barely noticed against the hundreds of books insisting, on the other hand, that illness is an unique learning experience. What's intriguing about this critical trend -certainly more of an intellectual than a popular movementis that many of its leading theorists are former Marxists, chief among them Frank Furedi, professor of sociology at the University of Kent and former chairman of the Revolutionary Communist Party. They observe that therapy culture has replaced religion as the opium of the people, illness has become a first-order experience and health comprehensively politicised; and that consequently we have entered a kind of arms race of public emoting. None of these are false observations; yet the suspicion remains that critics of such stripe are motivated by ideological reasons and less by an old-fashioned desire to recover the fortitude that marked an earlier generation. Their philosophy of unlimited progress seems as misplaced as that of those who aspire to victim status. If only the people weren't so narcotised by health and actually got around to overthrowing the state! 
Li medici me crearono e distrussono
In a pun scribbled in his notebook on his patron Lorenzo Medici and the medical profession (I medici), Leonardo da Vinci became one of the first thinkers to advance the understanding -later associated with Faust and thereafter with the economist Schumpeter -that creativity and destruction are intimate allies. In Leonardo's eyes physicians practised a killing and not a healing art since they preyed on infirmities and ailments. At first things go swimmingly well, but little by little even the self-absorbed Garrigan (the novel is based on a real-life soldier who became Amin's closest adviser) has to face up to the fact that the hypochondriac whose petty illnesses he gets up to treat in the night is also a tyrant with a penchant for the most ridiculous and outrageously brutal whims. But the doctor gets off on the thrill of danger: he even has an adulterous affair with the dictator's third and youngest wife, a tryst which gets her butchered and almost costs him his own life. It would be wrong to assume that it is pure naivety which drives this young doctor close to the heart of darkness. Historically, physicians reached the apex of power by ruling over the body of power itself. This becomes clear in the film when Garrigan expeditiously relieves Amin of abdominal cramp during a severe bout of flatulence and for the first time senses the physical danger he has placed himself in: he has ridiculed -albeit inadvertentlythe royal body. Those who heal princes and potentates are bound to be raised into relationships of power themselves, just as they can be cast down with them. But it is still not enough to make the selfinvolved Garrigan aware of his own moral temporising. 'I heard him calling himself the last rightful king of Scotland again on the radio,' writes Garrigan in the novel, 'I thought, in a wild moment, that it had some special relevance for me. As if I were his subject.' Which, of course, is precisely what he is. Amin is astute enough to make the fey Garrigan his factotum, and give him the ministerial task (for which he has absolutely no qualifications) of overseeing the architectural designs of a conference hall for the next Pan-African Congress.
Review of Prophet of
Things go horribly wrong in Uganda, and Garrigan is lucky to escape with his life. But he is so smugly self-absorbed that the film ends on an uncomfortable note: just how does a doctor manage to tend such atrocious hurts and wounds without suffering some kind of ricochet himself?
Foden's first novel is a variant on a type familiar during the high imperial era: one in which a young man both proves and improves himself by 'going out' to Africa or India. His fictional hero has a little in common with John Buchan's David Crawfurd who, in Prester John, 2 set in the immediate aftermath of the Anglo-Boer War, engages on a process of discovery, learning, and maturation, eventually escaping at improbable odds from a situation that threatens the empire itself. Initially considered a boys' adventure story Prester John has since grown up, now being considered in the same breath as Buchan's other novels. Post-colonialism still offers lots of scope for self-absorbed young innocents in search of adventure: they merely have to flag their humanitarian credentials and one day, if they're lucky, they might just end up being Foreign Minister -of their own probably irrelevant kingdom. 
Physician, heal thyself
It sounds like a taunt, but Jesus's famous saying was part of a longer sentence addressed to the people of his home town Nazareth -'Ye will surely say unto me this proverb: Physician, heal thyself.' (Luke 4; 23). Cyril of Alexandria even calls it a 'witticism', and states that it was a common saying among the Jews of the time. The Nazareans wanted to know why this man who was being acclaimed in the region as the Messiah could perform miracles in the neighbouring town of Capernaum but not in Nazareth, where he was merely Joseph the carpenter's boy. Until only a short time before, he had been a carpenter himself. Jesus is saying that they will tell him to save his reputation by proving what he says is true, the implication being that he first has to cast out his own demons before he can presume to cast out other people's. Not having any demons, he refuses to oblige; and he tells them that prophets are never recognised by people who have known them with a snotty nose and schoolbag: 'Verily I say to you, that no prophet is acceptable in his own country. ' After general uproar, they decide to throw him off the hilltop on which Nazareth is built, but being a carpenter he must have cut a hole in the floor and disappeared, as it says in the Good Book, 'through their midst'.
On the meaning of the Gospel parables:
http://www.orthodoxphotos.com/readings/parables
Joining the right guild
To make himself eligible for election to public office in his natal city at the end of the 13th century, Dante, as a member of the minor aristocracy had to join one of Florence's trade guilds. He chose to enrol his name among those of the Guild of Physicians and Apothecaries, a trade guild which also happened to incorporate the Papermakers.
More, infinitely more about Dante and the subtleties of the Divine Comedy at:
http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu
Work and leisure
The 3 who has also written about this painting, its visual force attaches to 'an utterly primitive and archaic feeling that a picture of food has some sustenance.' Nature is a dead language that needs a painter to bring it to life. Variously arranged on the board are a pipe and shag tobacco in paper wrap, a bowl with white onions, a candlestick and candle, a matchbox, sealing wax, a franked registered letter, upside-down in relation to the viewer, and a thick buff-coloured book. It is just possible to make out the title on the book: Manuel annuaire de la Santé par Frédéric-Vincent Raspail. This was a hugely popular work, first published in 1845, whose full title reveals its purpose: it was a household pharmacy guide 'containing all the theoretical and practical information' that would allow readers to prepare medications for their own use.
François Vincent Raspail was, like 'l'pasteur Vincent', an instinctive, rather literal-minded democrat, who studied grasses because of 'their humble, 'proletarian' place in the kingdom of nature.' 4 He believed in the healing properties of camphor, and his advocacy is largely responsible for its extensive use in the 19th century. But the volatile oils of Allium cepa have been used for much longer as a curative: I remember sitting up in amazement when my wife chopped up an onion, wrapped it in muslin and heated it gently in the microwave before wrapping it around our children's ears when they were suffering -as do so many small children because of their slightly different morphology of the ear in childhood -from glue ear; the room smelt awful but by the morning their pain had gone. This homemade poultice would have been familiar to Hippocrates, who used syrup of onion as an expectorant and diuretic.
Vincent van Gogh didn't need onions to make himself weep; he wanted them to cure him of his torments, though they certainly wouldn't restore his amputated earlobe. And the following century discovered that onions, skinned and cut, could cover up the smell of the dead, as Günter Grass tells us in his controversial autobiography Peeling the Onion. 
The cult of vestiges
The Journal of Pineal Research is a reputable scientific monthly that brings together research on the organ Descartes believed to be the seat of the soul. This tiny (8 mm) pine-cone-shaped structure at the base of the two hemispheres is of course of considerably greater importance in vertebrate mammals other than humans: in rodents, for example, it is purely endocrine and lacks neurons. But it does secrete melatonin and seems to have a role in delaying sexual maturation. Because of the strong similarity between the pinealocytes and the photoreceptor cells of the eye, some evolutionists believe it to be implicated in the cycle of circadian rhythms; Madame Blavatsky considered it the mystical third-eye; and Georges Bataille -not to be outdone -the blackbox of Western rationality.
The Journal of Pineal Research:
http://www.blackwellpublishing.com/journal.asp ?ref=0742-3098
Being bad to patients
'Humanity is overrated,' quips Dr Greg House, in one of the most popular doctor series on the box. It's not grand issues of life and death which carry this series, but the cane-wielding Dr House (Hugh Laurie), who manages to get away with being both misanthrope and junkie (his drug of choice is Vicodin, a semisynthetic morphine derivative) by virtue of his ability to solve diagnostic dilemmas that would have stumped the combined acumen of Dr Watson and Sherlock Holmes. The drama's screenwriters have recognised that by bestowing more than the usual quota of negativity on House (pictured below), they can make his character all the more commanding: his abrasive, odiously intelligent, often malicious personality is accepted by the sick as a benefit. And the 'unity of ' The issue of being paid for services to humanity is likely to remain an unresolved one, however -to the despair of the managers in the one hospital that is prepared to employ him -House regularly fails to submit his bills.
Stories
When have we ever seen a doctor treat his patients as an inconvenience, if not a downright waste of time, regarding them with the eye of Sun Tzu, in his 2500 yearold treatise The Art of War?
6 (House can read Mandarin, as well as Hindi and Spanish.) Here is the extraterrestrial looking down on humanity as so many bad actors. 'The ill person is the tactical, the illness the strategic object of medicine.' It was the German soldier and writer Ernst Jünger who wrote that, but it is the kind of thought that Dr House, were he less busy visiting Xrated websites, might have scribbled on the back of a prescription pad. 
Pre-Victorian values
Virtue as expressed by compassion, benevolence and sympathy was always more important, as Gertrude Himmelfarb has shown, in Britain's Enlightenment than in France's: the liking for 'enlightened despotism' among the philosophes was predicated on their disdain for the canaille (injudicious use of which word -riff-raff or scum -got Nicolas Sarkozy into trouble a few years ago), whereas the British, though frightened at times by their own mobs, as in Hogarth, genuinely believed in a common fund of moral and social obligations. 
The makings of a cult author
After the death of his elder brother Georges, the fond, wealthy, and overbearing mother of Raymond Roussel (1877-1933; pictured above) -unnoticed in his lifetime except for his bizarerries and extravagantly costly self-productionsinsisted that her third son should, according to his biographer Mark Ford, 'undergo a medical examination every day.' 7 Perhaps it is not altogether surprising then that when Big Mother accompanied her son on a tour of India and Ceylon in 1910, she ensured a coffin was brought along for the voyage so as not to importune the other travellers in the event of her demise. Perhaps what is difficult to understand is why she should want to distance herself in the first place from the ministrations of the medical profession. She could have afforded to take a doctor along instead of her son.
Website (in French) dedicated to books and images of Raymond Roussel:
http://livres.fluctuat.net/raymond-roussel.html
Institutionalising altruism
Kenneth Minogue 8 comments wryly on the kind of internationalism which flourished after the defeat of the Nazis, that 'no question arose of a monastic or ascetic idealism being required of those who worked for the betterment of mankind.' All too true: WHO was lavishly resourced in the beginning, and since its universality was subject to the principle of equal distribution of posts among member states it became a matter of prestige for the leading doctors of the most obscure countries to secure an appointment at the global institute for the administration of pity. But ever since its foundation, the resources have dwindled and dwindled.
The mystery of a life
There is an astonishing sense in early Romantic poetry of people noticing each other for the first time, of being wholly absorbed by another's life -or at least writing about it. John Keats, 9 in a journal letter to his brother George, wrote: 
A nursing icon
One of the interesting aspects of Mark Bostridge's biography of Florence Nightingale (pictured above) is the way it places her as an explicitly Protestant reformer in a society where the work of caring, lay and religious, was still associated with the charitable work of Catholic societies. The outcry about the death-rates among the soldiers placed in the military hospitals of the Crimea gave Anglican sisterhoods the opportunity to enter public life without arousing the slightest suspicion about their religious affiliations or even patriotism. But some nurses went out to the Crimea as ladies and some as women, the latter even being expected to undertake the heavier, more menial and unpleasant tasks, and even in some cases to wait on the lady nurses. It was a lady's prerogative to be a manager.
Such were the problems of class in Victorian Britain: philanthropy was by definition what a lady of better class provided to her social inferiors. What was a nurse to do, when she couldn't select her patients or, even worse, the male doctor from whom she would take her orders turned out, despite all the endeavours of the entire profession to be taken in through the front door and not the servants' entrance, to be a social inferior? It took Florence Nightingale a decade to convince her family to allow her to accept the post of Superintendent of the Establishment for Gentlewomen During Illness in Harley Street. And Nightingale failed to further her own cause: by insisting that her own calling came from God she actually made it more difficult for nurses to hold up their profession as an honest, respectable, and worthy way of making a living, and opposed moves to set up a nurses' association and a system of registration. The busy time ' The busy time' John Keats refers to in one of his letters 9 appears to be the period between autumn 1816 and spring 1817 in which he was dresser and duty surgeon at Guy's Hospital, while preparing his now famous volume Poems (1817) for the press. Gittings and others seem to think he avoided or cut down duties at the hospital in order to attend to his poetry, but I have no difficulty in believing that an onerous working routine abetted his work on his poems. Energy gives rise to exhilaration gives rise to elation. 
Das Werkzeug
Das Werkzeug -a polysemous term in 18th-century German. It encompassed everything from tool and instrument to bodily organ and body itself, and is found in all these senses in Novalis. A proper education in those days would see to it that a young man acquired the skills and pleasures of manual craftsmanship before those of poetry. 
The birth of the Buddha
Aged 29, Prince Siddhartha left the protection of his father's palace in order to meet his subjects. It was the profoundly distressing experience -despite his father's best efforts to remove the sick, aged and suffering from public view -of seeing diseased and dying persons which shocked him into his life of asceticism; and ultimate enlightenment as Buddha. What antidote could right living bring to the dreadful perishability of the flesh? -Selfimmolation of the spirit. 
Unreliable narrators
The novelist Patrick McGrath, whose father was superintendent of Broadmoor Prison, likes to use doctors as narrators because they provide an almost unquestionable veneer of reliability and authenticity -until it sinks in on the reader that their motives are just as undisclosed, fly-by-night, and threadbare as those of any narrator. 
How to deal with epidemics
Now and again society gets visited by the cognitive plague. This compels all citizens, those nodes of sovereign consciousness, to assume that doctors have a hidden agenda because they explicitly cultivate a fiduciary relationship with them as patients, and apply a Cartesian strategy of suspicion. Then they discover that the warm friendly atmosphere they used to cherish no longer exists; and write, like Sheila Hale, 10 'the old-fashioned general practitioner, with whom you could have a conversation, is nearly extinct.' There is no escape from this tension though, as Ernest Gellner wrote, 'many are offered on the market.' It is partly born of the shock of discovering that lovelessness has been given the power to define what reality is. 
Moral hyperinflation
One day some brilliant young sociologist or medical historian will have a field-day analysing the change of tone in the house organ of the British Medical Association over the 20 years of what have been my
